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Term Limits Backers 
Begin the Blame Game 
As House Defeat Looms 


By Kenneth J. Cooper 

Washington Post Staff Writer 

Anticipating defeat today on the 
first House vote on limiting congres- 
sional terms, supporters spent yes- 
terday talking about who to blame. 

Republicans blamed Democrats, 
who overwhelmingly oppose term 
limits. Democratic supporters of 
term limits faulted GOP leaders. 
And the leader of one term limits 
group charged another had failed to 
rally public support. 

Two weeks ago, GOP leaders 
postponed the historic vote on the 
proposed constitutional amendment. 


“ We need to get 90 
to 100 [Democrats] 
to prevail . I don’t 
know we’re going to 
get that” 

— Rep. Bill McCollum (R-Fla.) 

a prominent part of the House GOP 
“Contract With America,” to give ac- 
tivist groups time to turn up the po- 
litical pressure. But vote counts yes- 
terday stood about as short as they 
were in the middle of March. The 
only public convert has been Repub- 
lican Conference Chairman John A. 
Boehner (R-Ohio). 

Rep. Bill McCollum (R-Fla.) 
counted 190 to 200 Republicans for 
term limits, and Rep. Martin T. 
Meehan (D-Mass.) estimated 20 to 
25 Democrats would join them. That 
would leave total support more than 
60 votes short of the 290 or two- 
thirds majority necessary, and make 
term limits the first item in the Re- 
publican contract to be rejected in 
the House. 

“Republicans cannot do it on their 
own,” freshman Rep. Todd Tiahrt (R- 
Kan.) said of the 230 House Republi- 


McCoIlum’s estimates roughly con- 
formed to the political mantra that 
House Republicans from Speaker 
Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.) on down have 
repeated in recent days: Term limits 
would pass in the House only if a ma- 
jority of Democrats would go along. 

Offering what is a likely sample of 
the GOP defense for the measure’s 
failure, Gingrich told the American 
Medical Association yesterday, “Given 
that almost 80 percent of the country 
wants term limits, it ought to be possi- 
ble to get half the Democrats to iden- 
tify with the country that elects 
them.” 

But two Democrats who agree with 
Republicans on the issue tried to turn 
the tables and directed some criticism 
at GOP leaders. 

Meehan, for his part, questioned 
the commitment of Gingrich and other 
Republican leaders, who include sev- 
eral opponents of term limits. “He 
[Gingrich] ought to be doing what he 
has done on every other vote demand- 
ing party discipline,” Meehan said. 
“He hasn’t done that.” 

An aide to Rep. Nathan Deal (D- 
Ga.), another term limits supporter, 
said he has not been lobbying fellow 
Democrats and suggested it was be- 
cause the GOP-controlled Rules Com- 
mittee blocked a floor vote on his ver- 
sion of a constitutional amendment. 
“Why should we be counting heads for 
somebody else’s amendment? They 
wouldn’t allow ours,” Jackie Sosby, 
Deal’s press secretary, said. 

On a voice vote, the House agreed 
to hold votes on four proposed consti- 
tutional amendments for term limits. 
Republicans will offer proposals for 
lifetime limits of six years, 12 years 
and 12 years with an option for states 
to impose shorter periods on their del- 
egations. So far 22 states have ap- 
proved such term limits on their own 
without a clear Supreme Court ruling 
that they have such authority. 

The longest continually serving 
member of the House, Rep. John D. 
Dingell (D-Mich.), first elected in 
1954, plans to propose as a Democrat- 
ic alternative a retroactive limit of 12 
years. Members who have served 12 
years or more should depart at the 
next election, he said, “if it is evil to 
serve here so long.” 

Term limits activists denounced the 
Democratic alternative as “phony.” 
Grover Norquist, president of Ameri- 


cans. “It is in Democrats' hands to 
pass this.” There are 204 Democrats 
and one independent in the House. 

“We need to get 90 to 100 [Demo- 
crats] to prevail,” McCollum said. “I 
don't know we’re going to get that. 
It’s only going to happen if they get 
the pressure.” 



cans for Tax Reform, said it “violates 
the American people’s sense of fair- 
ness” by “changing the rules in the 
middle of the game.” 

U.S. Term Limits, a loose associa- 
tion of 44 state groups, had urged a 
House vote on a law that would autho- 
rize state-imposed limits and would 
need only a simply majority vote. U.S. 
Term Limits was excluded from plan- 
ning meetings on the grass-roots lob- 
bying campaign, but Cleta Mitchell, 
director of the Term Limits Legal In- 
stitute, which does not have mem- 
bers, criticized the rival group for not 
helping. 

“They’ve done nothing to mobilize 
the grass roots for term limits,” 
Mitchell complained. 

Tom Schatz, president of the lobby- 
ing arm of Citizens for Government 
Waste, said his group sent a news re- 
lease Monday to news media in the 
districts of 82 Republicans and Demo- 


crats who have wavered on term lim- 
its. The list includes a dozen commit- 
tee chairmen, ranging from Judiciary 
Chairman Henry J. Hyde (R-Ill.) and 
Ways and Means Chairman Bill Ar- 
cher (R-Tex.) to Appropriations 
Chairman Bob Livingston (R-La.) and 
National Security Chairman Floyd 
Spence (R-S.C.). 

Schatz predicted that those and 
other lobbying efforts would fail. “Ob- 
viously, you’re not going to get 290” 
votes, he said. 

But term limits activists said that 
even losing the first House vote on 
term limits would provide a political 
benchmark for their congressional 
scorecards and plans for the 1996 
elections. 

“The actual vote isn’t important,” 
Norquist of Americans for Tax Re- 
form said. “We’re looking at setting up 
debate for the next year and a half.” 
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THE FOUR APPROACHES 


T he House will vote on four versions of a proposed constitutional 
amendment to limit the terms of members of Congress. Passage 
requires 290 votes (a two-thirds majority of the 435 members). All 
four proposals would limit senators to two six-year terms. 

Sponsor: 

Rep. Bill McCollum (R-fla.) 

Proposal made Jan. 4 as part of “Contract With 
America. Allows a lifetime limit for House members of 
six two-year terms. It would not be effective until 
ratification, and past service would not count toward 
the 12-year limit. Silent on issue of further limits by 
states. 

Sponsor: 

Rep. Van Hilleaiy (R-Tenn.) 

Same as McCollum proposal, except would allow states 
to set shorter limits. 






VI Sponsors: 

* Rep. Pete Peterson (D-Fla.), at left 
Rep. John D. Dingell (D-Mich.), with 40 
years, longest serving Democrat in 
Congress, shown at right 
Would be retroactive, thereby barring 
anyone with 12 or more years service 
upon the date of ratification from 
running for reelection. Silent on issue 
of further limits by states. 


Sponsor: 

Rep. Bob Inglis (R-s.c.) 

Allows three two-year terms. Past sen/ice would not 
count toward the limit. Silent on issue of further limits 
by states. 
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